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 Lessons from the Early Church: Being Christian in a Pagan Culture 

1. Introduction 

a. Why study church history? 

i. Church history tells the story of how Jesus continues to build his Church from 

generation to generation (Matthew 16:16-18).  

b. What are some of the benefits of studying church history?  

i. Church history is encouraging and sobering.  

ii. Church history equips us to avoid rehashed false teaching.  

iii. Church history roots us in the historic Christian faith.  

2. Profession of faith in the early church 

a. Believers were “Christians” (Acts 11:26; 26:28) 

i. Origin of the name “Christian” 

ii. Letter of Roman historian Suetonius to Emperor Claudius (AD 41-54) 

b.  “Jesus Christ is Lord” was the fundamental profession of faith (Acts 2:36; 10:36; 

11:17; 15:26; 20:21; 28:31; Romans 1:7; 1 Corinthians 12:3) 

i. Jesus’ Lordship: an offense to Jews 

ii. Jesus’ Lordship: an offense to Gentiles  

“Whether the hearers of the gospel were Jewish or pagan, the story of Jesus was 

nevertheless, for a large proportion of its audiences, a peculiar, offensive 

business. Among Jews, the message of a crucified Messiah was scandalous, for it 

conflicted with every normal expectation of what God’s Anointed One ought to 

mean. Equally, as Paul discovered not only in Athens (Acts 17:32) but all over the 

Hellenized Mediterranean world, talk of a person who had been vindicated by 

God by being physically raised to life was, to the Greek mind, sheer madness; it 

made no sense at all. Even the claim that there was one God who loved human 

beings and desired to live in close personal relationship with them would have 

struck a pagan hearer as bizarre; the members of the Graeco-Roman pantheon 

simply did not relate to the world that way” (Davidson, The Birth of the Church, 

108).  

3. Persecution for faith in the early church (AD 64-312) 

a. From AD 64-312, persecutions came in waves, varied in intensity, were usually 

regional, but sometimes Empire wide.  

b. The status of Christianity in the Roman Empire  
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i. Emperor Nero and the Fire of Rome (AD 64) 

1. “Mockery of every sort was added to their deaths. Covered with the 

skins of beasts, they were torn by dogs, and perished, or were nailed to 

crosses, or doomed to the flames.” – Tacitus, Roman historian  

ii. Between AD 64-312Christianity was considered an illegal superstition 

c. Reasons for persecution 

i. Christians were persecuted for being cultural non-conformists.  

“We have the reputation of living aloof from the crowds.” – Tertullian, early 

Christian apologist (160-220 AD) 

ii. Christians were persecuted for “immorality”  

1. Incest 

2. Cannibalism  

iii. Christians were persecuted for “atheism”  

1. Christians denied the imperial cult (and the Roman pantheon)  

2. Rome’s policy: Pliny the Younger’s letter to Emperor Trajan (circa 

112) 

Pliny to Emperor Trajan (AD 112): “…this is the course that I have adopted in the case of those 

brought before me as Christians. I ask them if they are Christians. If they admit it, I repeat the 

question a second and third time, threatening capital punishment; if they persist I sentence them 

to death. For I do not doubt that, whatever kind of crime it may be to which they confessed, their 

pertinacity and inflexible obstinacy should certainly be punished.” 

Emperor Trajan’s response to Pliny: “…no hard and fast rule can be laid down, of universal 

application. [Christians] are not to be sought out; if they are informed against and charge is 

proved, they are to be punished, with this reservation – that if anyone denies that he is a 

Christian, and actually proves it, that is by worshiping our gods, he shall be pardoned as a result 

of his recantation, however suspect he may have been with respect to the past.”   

“In the [Roman Empire] the gospel was an outrage; and it was perfectly reasonable for its 

cultured despisers to describe [Christians] as ‘atheists.’ Christians were – what could be more 

obvious? – enemies of society, impious, subversive, and irrational; and it was no more than civic 

prudence to detest them for refusing to honor the gods of their ancestors, for scorning the 

common good, and for advancing the grotesque and shameful claim that all gods and spirits had 

been made subject to a crucified criminal from Galilee – one who during his life had consorted 

with peasants and harlots, lepers and lunatics.” – David Bentley Hart, Atheist Delusions: The 

Christian Revolution and its Fashionable Enemies, 115. 

 


